In the hotel industry, the front office serves as one of the most important points of contact with guests. One of the main problems in the hospitality industry is the high rate of turnover. This study examines skills and perceptions among front office employees in Israel, most of whom are young, single, and female. The study examines the main factors affecting an employee's intentions to remain in the hospitality industry. In addition, the study compares job perceptions and required skills between hotel chain and non-chain employees. The results suggest that being male, being an immigrant, and having a higher education raise intentions to remain in the hotel industry. Scoring higher on perceptions of the job increases an employee's intentions to remain in the industry as well. Higher position has a positive effect on the probability of remaining in the industry, while working for a chain does not affect this probability. In addition, this study attempts to offer front office managers some useful recommendations.
Introduction
The tourism industry is one of the world's oldest industries. Today, the hotel industry generates 9% of the world's Gross Domestic Product (GDP) (World Travel and Tourism Council [WTTC] , 2012) and almost 9% of the world's employment (WTTC, 2012) . Over the years, the industry has developed, and large hotel chains have introduced modern management and operation techniques to less developed countries. Despite these developments, the main resource in the hotel industry remains the human resource, and one of the main issues the hospitality industry must deal with is the high rate of turnover. International tourists, who usually come from developed nations, are very experienced and have certain expectations regarding the services they receive while traveling. In the hotel industry, the front office serves as one of the most important points of contact with the guests. Therefore, identifying the qualifications required of front office employees is very important.
Service industries in general and the hotel industry in particular are intangible industries. Therefore, customers evaluate their experience visiting hotels based on the tangible parts of an intangible product (the room, for example) and on the service they receive from hotel employees. The "service experience" takes place at the meeting point between employee and customer. The employees at that meeting point are known as contact employees in service industries and as front office employees in the hotel industry. These employees give their hotel a competitive advantage and differentiate it from other hotels (Pfeffer, 1994; Warhurst & Nickson, 2007) . In other words, front office employees play a significant role in building and maintaining a hotel's image and reputation. Hence, the skills and qualifications of front office employees have become very important.
The hotel industry is regarded as an industry that requires low-level skills and very little training (Crang, 1997; Shaw & Williams, 1994; Westwood, 2002) . For example, Baum and Odgers (2001) found no correlation between employees' education and the job they perform. They also found that hotels at all levels in Europe do not recruit new employees based on experience or specific traits (Baum & Odgers, 2001 ). This view is sometimes debated in the literature (Witz, Warhurst, & Nickson, 2003; Burns, 1997; Baum, 1996) . The perception of the hotel industry as a low-skilled labor market may mean that many hotel and tourism organizations find it difficult to recruit more skilled employees in the open labor market, with the exception of large multinational organizations (Baum, 2008) .
One of the biggest problems faced by the hotel industry is the high rate of turnover among hotel employees, which raises the economic costs of operating hotels. The difficulties experienced by the hospitality industry in attracting and retaining suitable employees are related to factors such as low pay, transient workforce, and a perceived or real lack of formal qualifications (Duncan, Scott, & Baum, 2013) . Tracey and Hinkin (2008) analyzed the cost of turnover and the factors influencing that cost. They found that the cost of turnover is higher for highly complex jobs, independent hotels, hotels with high average daily rates, larger hotels, and hotels with high occupancy. Ohlin and West (1993) studied the effect of different benefit plans on turnover rates in the housekeeping departments of 174 hotels in the southeast USA and found no statistically significant correlation between turnover rates and whether or not the hotel was part of a chain. Gunlu, Aksarayli, and Perçin (2010) studied managers in four-and five-star hotels in Turkey and found that managers of independent (non-chain) hotels had greater job satisfaction than managers of chain hotels. Greater job satisfaction may likely lead to lower turnover, though this study did not examine turnover rates. Soni and Rawal (2014) also examined job satisfaction but not turnover rate at 120 hotels in Udaipur India and found no significant difference between employees at chain and non-chain hotels.
A great deal of research has focused on identifying the competencies needed by front office employees and front office managers in order to predict on-the-job success and help construct academic programs at hotel schools. Communication skills with guests and employees were found to be an important competency by many researchers (P. Jonker & D. Jonker, 1990; Lin, 2002; Doyle, 1992; Crouch, 2004) . Ashley, Bach, Chesser, Ellis, Ford, LeBruto, Milman, Pizam, and Quain (1995) found that other important skills included people skills, creative thinking ability, developing a service orientation, total quality management, problem identification and problem-solving skills, and listening skills.
Previous studies of hotel front office employees focused on identifying required competencies as well as on employees' perceptions about the jobs. Yet, to the best of our knowledge, no study has focused on the factors affecting employees' intentions of remaining in the hospitality industry and has not compared these intentions between employees at chain and non-chain hotels.
Therefore, the objectives of the current study are: (1) to identify the factors affecting employees' intentions to remain in the hospitality industry; and (2) to compare levels of skills and perceptions between employees at chain and non-chain hotels.
The main study hypotheses are: H1: Employees at chain hotels differ from those at non-chain hotels in their perceptions about their jobs and the skills required for the jobs.
H1 is based on the findings of Gunlu et al. (2010) and Soni and Rawal (2014) , which pointed to higher satisfaction among chain hotel employees than among non-chain hotel employees. In addition, since attitudes affect intentions and willingness to remain in the industry, we hypothesize that:
H2: Employees' willingness to continue working in the hotel industry will be affected by whether or not they work at a chain hotel.
We also expect that socio-demographic factors will affect the willingness to remain in the industry. For example, previous research (Duncan et al., 2013) found that one of the reasons for high turnover is the lack of formal education. Thus, having a degree may decrease turnover and increase the likelihood an employee will remain in the industry.
The rest of the paper is as follows: Section 2 describes tourism in Israel; Section 3 describes the methodology; Section 4 describes the results; and Section 5 concludes.
Tourism Industry in Israel
Israel is holy to the three major religions (Islam, Christianity, and Judaism) and offers a wide range of opportunities for visitors, including historic cities such as Jerusalem and Acre, modern cities such as Tel Aviv, and sea resorts such as Eilat and the Dead Sea health resorts. Israel is located between Asia and Europe. Due to its location and the political situation between Israel and its neighbors, it can be reached either by air or by land crossing from Jordan or Egypt, but there is no easy access by train or by car from Europe (Israel Ministry of Tourism, 2013).
The tourism industry accounts for approximately 4% of the Israeli GDP and has become the third largest export industry in added value (Central Bureau of Statistics [CBS], 2012). Revenues from hotels in 2009 amounted to around $2 billion, 40% from tourists, and profits stood at $368 million (CBS, 2012) . In 2009, the Israeli hotel industry employed 26,000 people, 5,600 through outsourcing (CBS, 2012) . The hotel industry in Israel includes 337 hotels with a total of 47,000 rooms, so that the average number of rooms per hotel is 142. The average hotel occupancy rate is 66%. The hotels vary from local chains to international chains to independent hotels. The number of hotel nights totaled over 22 million in 2010, and this figure is still growing (Israel Ministry of Tourism, 2013). Nevertheless, a shortage of hotel rooms is felt in the high season, especially in the Tel Aviv and Jerusalem areas, and thus further development in this sector is predicted (Israel Ministry of Tourism, 2013).
Methodology The Sample
The sample included all hotels in Israel with 50 rooms or more. In each tourist area in Israel, 5-10 hotels were chosen representing individual hotels (e.g., not belonging to any chain), local chains, and international chains. In addition, these hotels represented different levels and types of hotels (business, recreation, luxury, and the like). The only condition for participating in this research was that at least 40% of the guests were international guests (analogous to the percentage of international guests in Israel) (CBS, 2012) .
Of the 260 hotels in Israel with 50 rooms or more, 70 (about 27%) were approached to participate in the study. The hotels were sampled in a convenient sample based on availability of the front office staff to answer the questionnaire.
Out of the 70 hotels approached, about 46% (32 hotels) agreed to participate in the research. 1 In the hotels comprising the sample, all front office employees were approached, with an average of about six employees at each hotel. The response rate at the hotels was 88%. A total of 170 questionnaires were completed. Employees' answers 2 to the questionnaires indicated that on average, 48.57% of hotel guests are international guests. Of these, 45.82% arrive in groups. Of the hotels in the study, 58% were part of chains and 42% were individual hotels.
Data Collection
During February 2011, a pilot study was conducted at several hotels in Tiberias. The questionnaires were collected and analyzed, and at the end of April, the final questionnaire was distributed at various hotels. The researchers contacted the hotel managers by email and phone. After receiving a letter indicating the manager's agreement to participate in the research, the research assistant sent the questionnaires to the hotel front office by the chosen method (mail, email, or fax). The questionnaires were completed by front office employees at all levels: front office managers, supervisors, and desk clerks. The completed questionnaires were returned by mail. If a hotel manager failed to return the completed questionnaire after about eight weeks after agreeing to participate, the research assistant would personally visit the hotel, bringing the questionnaires to be filled in. Since front office employees work in shifts, not all of them were present during the research assistant's visit.
Since at many hotels working in the front office is a seasonal job and since the intention was to examine employees during all seasons, this process was repeated in October at hotels from the same sample that had not been approached the first time around.
The Research Tool
The research questionnaire was partially based on the questionnaire developed by Kong and Baum (2006) , and its final version was decided upon after analyzing data from a pilot questionnaire distributed at several hotels in one area.
The questionnaire consisted of the following parts: (1) items requesting socio-demographic information, including age, marital status, education, previous experience, future plans, and current position; (2) questions about the hotel, including whether it caters to international tourists and groups; 3 and (3) questions concerning perceptions about working in the front office, such as "Which part of the job do you enjoy the most?", questions regarding how the employee's family and friends perceive the job, whether it requires prior experience or education, and questions with respect to the required skills. These questions were measured on a 5-point scale ranging from 1 ("certainly do not agree") to 5 ("certainly agree"). The last part of the questionnaire was based on the tested and retested Kong and Baum's (2006) questionnaire. Finally, the internal consistency reliability (Cronbach's alpha) was checked and found to be higher than 0.70 (0.744 for worker perception and 0.786 for required skills). The scores on each of the scales were averaged to create independent variables.
1 No apparent differences in employee demographics were found between hotels whose mangers agreed to participate in the research and those whose managers did not agree. 2 Employees' answers may be based on perceptions instead of on actual knowledge. 3 Since we did not find any significant difference among hotels with respect to this question, we did not include it in our results.
Data Analysis
The Statistical Package for Social Sciences (SPSS) 17 was used to conduct the statistical analysis of the data. The current research used the following techniques: Spearman correlation and Chi-square test to test the correlation between two variables, independent sample T-test to compare among groups, and logistic binary regression to predict the probability that a front office employee will continue to work in the hotel industry or leave it.
Results

Descriptive Statistics
The sample included 90 employees (54.2%) who work in hotels that are part of a chain and 76 employees (45.8%) who work in non-chain hotels.
The demographic information on the hotel employees in Israel is summarized in Table 1 . Table 1 reveals that the distribution of the demographic data is similar among those who work in hotels that are part of a chain and those who work at non-chain hotels. For example, the majority of the front office employees are women in both the chain and non-chain hotels (60.5% and 68.9%, respectively). In addition, 73.3% of those who work in chain hotels and 78.4% of those who work in non-chain hotels were born in Israel.
The findings (not shown in Table 1 ) also reveal that the majority of respondents (66.2%: 68.9% of chain hotel workers and 63.2% of non-chain hotel workers) speak more than one foreign language, 30.7% speak only one foreign language (30% of chain workers and 31.6% of non-chain workers), and 3% speak only Hebrew (1.1% and 5.3%, respectively). Among the foreign languages are English, Russian, Turkish, Arabic, Yiddish, and German. Table 2 summarizes the respondents' employment history and future plans. A Chi-square test was conducted to test the correlation between "Does the respondent work at a chain?" and the time the respondent has worked at the current chain. A moderate and statistically significant correlation was found between the variables (X 2 (2) = 8.719, C = 0.271, p < 0.05). Among those working at chains, the majority (approximately 60%) have been working more than one year, compared to 40% of those who work at non-chain hotels. A Chi-square test was conducted also to test the correlation between "Does the respondent work at a chain?" and the respondent's "next career move". A statistically significant correlation was found among the variables (p < 0.05). Of those who work at a chain hotel, 51.2% plan to continue working in the hospitality industry, as do about 37.3% of those who work at a non-chain hotel.
This result, which is in line with H2, may be related to the fact that the majority of non-chain employees estimated their chances of promotion at the hotel as low (50.7%), compared to a lesser percent (32.6%) of chain hotel employees who estimated low chances of promotion. In addition, only 19.4% of non-chain employees estimated that they would be promoted in their current jobs, compared to 42.7% of those from chain hotels. Table 2 also reveals a moderate and statistically significant correlation between the variables "Does the respondent work at a chain?" and "possibility of being promoted" (p < 0.05). Among those who work at a chain hotel, 46.5% think that they have a good or excellent probability of being promoted, while only 22.6% of non-chain hotel employees think that they have good or excellent chances of promotion.
We also found a positive significant correlation between employees' position and their education level (Rs = 0.290, p < 0.0001).
Employees' Perceptions
The questions relating to employees' perceptions of their jobs included several statements. Front office employees were asked to rate their levels of agreement with these statements on a 5-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 ("do not agree") to 5 ("very much agree"). The individual results were then averaged to obtain the average perception. Table 3 presents the mean values of the perceptions of employees from chain and non-chain hotels. The results show that respondents from both chain and non-chain hotels strongly agreed with the following statements: "Front office work is all about personality", "I enjoy meeting and greeting customers as part of my job", and "A special college course (on hotel work) is useful for front office work".
Yet, we found significant differences between chain and non-chain employees with respect to the following two items: "I enjoy the organizational parts of my job" (3.91 for chain employees versus 3.43 for non-chain employees, p < 0.01) and "Front office is my preferred field for work and career advancement" (3.01 for chain employees versus 2.55 for non-chain employees, p < 0.05). This supports H1. The last correlation may suggest that front office employees in chain hotels prefer to work and advance in this job more than do front office employees in non-chain hotels, in line with H2. Table 4 summarizes the mean values and standard deviations of chain and non-chain hotel employees' perceptions regarding the importance of skills required in the front office position. The employees were asked to rate their levels of agreement with the statements on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 ("do not agree") to 5 ("very much agree"). The individual results were averaged to reach the average perception. These results shown in Table 4 indicate that the following skills were considered to be the most important for employees, in both chain and non-chain hotels: customer care, followed by communication (oral), knowledge of foreign language(s), interpersonal skills, teamwork, and professional and ethical standards. The employees perceived legal issues to be the least important skill. Accounting, marketing, and health and safety were also perceived as less important, though significantly more important than legal issues.
Required Skills
The table reveals significant differences between employees of chain and non-chain hotels regarding their perceptions of teamwork, use of front office equipment, leadership qualities, communication, use of technology, health and safety, legal issues, and accounting, in line with H1. It is important to mention that in all cases, the perceived importance of required skills was higher among employees of chain hotels than among employees of hotels that are not part of a chain.
Analytical Model: Logistic Regression
A logistic regression analysis was conducted to predict employees' intentions to remain in the hotel industry. The dependent variable was "next career move" in two categories: intention to stay in the industry and intention to leave the industry. The independent variables included gender, a dummy variable for whether or not the hotel belonged to a chain, previous experience, country of origin, perceptions about front office work and required skills (both an average of different skills and perceptions), and career promotion possibilities (on a scale ranging from 1 to 5, where 5 = high chances and 1 = low chances). Table 5 Logistic Regression for Intention to Leave the Hotel Industry
Step 1 Gender ( The regression model was found to be statistically significant. Predictor variables (Nagelkerke R 2 ) explain 38.5% of the variance in the dependent variable, which represents the median relationship between prediction and grouping. The prediction's overall success was 75.2% (81.6% for "intend not to continue working at the hotel" and 67.2% for "intend to continue working at the hotel").
The findings of Table 5 also indicated that male gender results in a 3.306 (p < 0.013) times greater likelihood that a respondent will continue to work at the hotel. The fact that an employee was born in Israel reduces the likelihood of remaining in the industry by 0.350 (p < 0.035). In addition, a one-point increase in the average perception regarding front office work results in a 12.779 times greater likelihood of continuing to work at the hotel (p < 0.0001), while less education decreases this likelihood by a factor of 0.359 (p < 0.032). Previous experience, career promotion possibilities, perceptions about required skills, and working at a chain hotel were not found to be statistically significant. 4 In a different regression (not shown here), we found that working at a chain hotel significantly increases the likelihood that employees will perceive their chances of promotion as good.
Discussion and Conclusions
The current study examines the factors affecting the intentions of front office employees working at both chain and non-chain hotels to remain in the hotel industry and reveals their perceptions with respect to their jobs and required skills.
The results of the study indicate that in Israel, the majority of hotel front office employees are young (average age of 29.11), single, and female. In addition, almost 34% of hotel employees do not intend to remain in the hotel industry in the future. As for perceptions of front office work, the results show a high level of agreement between both chain and non-chain hotel employees with respect to almost all items, and in particular, for the items "Front office work is all about personality", "I enjoy meeting and greeting customers as part of my job", and "A specialist college course (on hotel work) is useful for front office work". Nevertheless, our results also indicate that the perceived importance was higher among employees of chain hotels than among employees of hotels that are not part of a chain with respect to the following items: "I enjoy the organizational parts of my job" and "Front office is my preferred field for work and career advancement".
In addition, the perceived importance of skills required for front office work was significantly higher among employees of chain hotels than among employees of hotels that are not part of a chain. These skills include teamwork, use of front office equipment, leadership qualities, communication, use of technology, health and safety, legal issues, and accounting.
One possible explanation for the differences in perceptions between chain and non-chain employees could be the size of the hotel. Chain hotels are usually larger than non-chain hotels, which may affect employees' perceptions with respect to needed skills and their general perceptions with respect to their chances of career advancement and even their job satisfaction.
The regression results show no correlation between the likelihood of remaining in the hospitality industry and being part of a chain. This is in line with an earlier finding in the literature (Ohlin & West, 1993) .
The regression results show that having an academic degree increases the likelihood of remaining in the hotel industry. This finding supports H2 and is in line with previous research (Duncan et al., 2013) which found that lack of education increases the rate of turnover.
The analytical model results indicate that perceiving the job as more important increases the intention to remain in the industry. Yet, we did not find any significant effect of working at a chain hotel on the intention to remain in the industry. This result is compatible with the finding of Ohlin and West (1993) that turnover rate is not significant with respect to the housekeeping workers at chain and non-chain hotels.
Our results also show that male gender, immigrant status, and higher education increase the intention to remain in the hotel industry. However, previous experience does not have any significant effect on the intention to remain in the industry.
Implications
Based on the results of the study, the following recommendations can be made: (1) Since employees' perceptions with respect to their jobs directly affect their intentions to remain in or leave the hotel industry, decision-makers in the hotel industry should take steps to improve employees' perceptions and job satisfaction (for example, providing special training courses for front office employees and opportunities for career advancement);
(2) Managers who would like to lower the turnover rate should hire employees with higher education for front office jobs, as this may increase their intentions to remain in the industry; (3) Women are less likely to remain in the hotel industry. Therefore, hotel managers should find ways to encourage women to remain in the hotel industry (e.g., special arrangements for working mothers); (4) Israel is a country that has absorbed large waves of immigration from the former Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR) since the 1990s. The results indicate that immigrants are more likely to remain in the industry (perhaps because of their knowledge of languages). Therefore, hotel managers should hire immigrants to lower the turnover rate, and the government should recognize that the hotel industry can serve as a tool to facilitate the absorption of immigrants in Israel.
